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Noncompliant Research Participants: 
Ethical Issues and Responses 
Rebecca Dresser, JD 





• 1. Types of rule-breaking 
 
• 2. Ethical concerns 
 
• 3. Research contributions  
 
• 4. Responses 
subversive behavior – 
normal volunteers 
• Deception to gain admission to 
trials 
 
• Deviation from trial requirements, 
eg, diet, medication use, potential 
adverse responses 
 
subversive behavior –  
patient-subjects 
 
• Failure to take study medication as 
directed 
 
• Enrollment with plan to drop out if not 
assigned to desired group or don’t 





What’s wrong with 
subversive behavior? 
• Distorted study findings, eg, 
misjudgments about study drug safety & 
effectiveness 
 
• Danger to self 
 
• Failure to meet ethical responsibilities 
Research contributions 
• Substandard conditions in onsite 
test units 
 
• Consent process problems 
 
• Trial management deficiencies 
 
• Power differentials 
Reducing subversive 
behavior 
• Better policing 
 
• Enhanced guidance and 
persuasion 
 
• Collaborative approaches 
